Costs and efficiency of a tumor follow-up program for the detection of colorectal liver metastases.
From January 1987 until July 1999 we admitted 1003 patients with colorectal cancer and 31 with resected colorectal liver metastases to our tumor follow-up program. After R0 resection of the primary tumor 60 patients developed liver metastases during the postoperative follow-up. R0 resection of the metastases was performed in 16 of these cases without lethality and low morbidity. In the further course of the follow-up 8 of these patients again developed liver metastases, two of whom underwent reoperation. The overall 5-year survival rate after R0 resection of liver metastases was 20%. In 726 patients we performed 3719 follow-up examinations. Following the German regulations on physicians' fees for follow-up-examinations we calculated the cost of detecting a liver metastasis to be DM 16,500 per patient. Mean costs were DM 62,000 in patients in whom the metastases were successfully resected. The results of this study show that although the costs are very high for patients who benefit from the follow-up program, 26.7% of those with liver metastases are detected in such an early stage, and that an R0 resection can be performed. This study shows that the high costs of tumor follow-up programs for detecting liver metastases in patients with resected colorectal cancer can be justified by the good outcome of patients in whom an early diagnosis of recurrent disease is made.